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Chapter 9

Two against one. I couldn’t fight them both. After the first few blows, I couldn’t even tell where it hurt anymore. Everywhere, maybe. My arms, my shoulders, my ribs—pain blurred into one burning mass.

And then, at the critical moment, Evan came out on his cane like some ridiculous, impossible hero.

Two against two.

...We still lost.

When we ran for it, Evan shoved one of his canes into my hand.

That single cane broke something in me.

And finally, I cried.

All the hurt in me, all the resentment, suddenly had something solid to lean against.

It felt like waking from a dream.

And when the dream shattered, I was just an orphan with nowhere left to belong.

Seeing how hard I was crying, Evan held out his other cane too, then deliberately pouted.

“Here. Take both of them. I can still get around by rolling.”

I stared at him.

And somehow, that one ridiculous sentence made me laugh through my tears.

I guess he was right.

Even without canes, if you kept rolling long enough, you could still make it to the finish line.

When he saw me smile, he pulled out a mangled container of chive dumplings and handed it to me.

“There. Your favorite. Chive dumplings.”

I froze.

Then the tears came even harder, surging up so fast I could barely breathe.

He was right.

I did love chive dumplings.

But because my mother hated chives, she’d never let me eat them when I was growing up.

Little by little, somewhere deep down, I’d started to believe I didn’t like them either.

But when I was little, I’d tried one once at a neighbor’s house, and I still remembered the taste.

I had always loved chives.

I’d just been force-fed the idea that I didn’t until even my own preferences had been twisted out of shape.

“How did you know I like chive dumplings?”

Remembering that made my chest ache, but I could still catch the important part.

Evan and I weren’t family. We weren’t lifelong friends. So how could he possibly know something like that?

At that, he gave me a look that plainly said none of your business.

Then he changed the subject. “So? Do you still need to see your mom jumping hurdles?”

I’d been somebody’s puppet for so long, it was embarrassingly easy to let him pull my strings.

I wiped my face and said, “Yes. Absolutely.”

I gritted my teeth.

“She faked it. She lied to me. Fine. Then I’m making her jump.”

I took a shaky breath, rage burning clean and hot through the wreckage inside me.

“I want her out there performing ten hurdles for everybody.”

My mom finally opened her eyes.

Evan still had the video call running for me.

The second I saw her look up, her eyes filled with tears and she started asking where I’d gone.

Ryan clicked
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That was when Evan stopped circling around it and said it plainly.

“Because your stuff was cheap,” he said. “So it didn’t matter if it got thrown out.”

“Your brother’s things were expensive. Name-brand. That’s why they were worth patching up.”

A flood of memories crashed into me.

When Ryan got a bad grade as a kid, my mother chased him around and beat him, forcing him to study.

When I did badly, she would just smile and say it was fine, that I could try harder next time.

Back then, I’d secretly been pleased with myself.

Only now did I understand—

From the very beginning, I had mistaken indifference for love.

While I stood there frozen, Evan seemed to steel himself and go even further.

“It’s the same with people,” he said. “The less you’re worth to her, the easier it is for her to throw you away whenever she wants.”

“And before she does, she’ll drain every bit of value out of you first.”

He looked straight at me.

“You’re like some carefully crafted piece they’ve been polishing for years. They’re afraid to scratch it, afraid to damage it—not because they love it, but because they want to sell it for a better price.”

It felt like lightning struck right over my head.

My knees nearly gave out.

And all at once, I understood why my mother had pretended to be sick to trick me.

I rolled up my sleeves and went back into the hospital room.

The second my mother saw me storm in, she froze for a few seconds, then tried to slip back into her act.

She collapsed against the bed and called out weakly, “Sophie... Mom really is sick...”

Before she could get any further, I took a deep breath.

“If you’re suffering that much, want me to put you out of your misery?”

“You old witch, if you love pretending so much, why don’t you just pretend to be dead already?”

“They could cremate you and be done with it. At least then you’d stop making everyone else miserable.”

“I actually thought you were a good mother once. Turns out you’ve never done a single thing that even qualifies as human decency.”

“If you’re so sick, why are you latched onto me? I’m not a veterinarian.”

“And if you like that creepy old guy so much, why don’t you marry him yourself and give him ten sons?”

“Oh, right. Menopause. So now you want to shove me at him instead and let the three of you bleed me dry?”

“You were scared I wouldn’t listen to you, scared I’d turn against this family, so you faked being sick step by step until I gave in—until I agreed to marry him willingly so you could keep feeding off me. Isn’t that it?”
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“You were afraid that once I started working, once I had my own money and saw more of the world, I’d stop being someone you could control. Isn’t that it?”

“My God, this scheme of yours is so obvious even people on the other side of the world could hear the算盘 clicking.”

I poured out years of rage in one breath, cursing until she couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

My mother stared at me, dumbfounded, her chest heaving.

She had always thought I was stupid. She had never imagined I knew everything.

And she definitely hadn’t imagined I would say it all to her face like this—cleanly, sharply, without flinching.

No wonder she’d started bringing up that industrial-heir creep almost as soon as she was admitted.

Every day, she kept saying she probably didn’t have much time left, that before she died she just wanted to see both her children settled down.

She kept sighing that she was useless, that she couldn’t help Ryan buy a house, then asking me whether I would help my brother.

Back then, all I cared about was getting my mother well again.

Whatever she said, I went along with it.

When she joked, all casual and smiling, that maybe I should marry the industrial heir and live in luxury, I’d brushed it off and humored her.

Sure, sure.

Anyone with ears could have heard it for what it was—a joke.

And yet the people I trusted most had been pushing me toward the edge of a cliff.

My mother slapped the bed and jumped up.

“Sophie Bennett! I’m your mother!”

“I gave birth to you, I raised you, I sacrificed so much for you! Isn’t it your turn to repay me now?”

“I even used my own health to coax you into listening, and you still want more?”

“Do you think living in this hospital all this time has been easy for me?”

“You’re young, you’ve got romance rotting your brain, you don’t understand what real life is! You have no idea how important money is!”

“I’m this old already—everything I’ve done has been for you and your brother!”

I was so speechless I actually laughed.

You used your body to trick me and manipulate me, and somehow you thought that made you righteous?

Did she have any idea how I had spent every second of this whole stretch of time living in fear?

The same familiar script. The same familiar tone.

When Evan said it, he’d summed it up in one line.

Death by a thousand soft cuts.

Seeing that I still wouldn’t yield, my mother pulled out her final weapon.

“I already took the bride-price money! It’s already been spent on your brother’s house and engagement! Whether you want to or not, you’re marrying him!”

“If you don’t, I’ll kill myself right in front of you!”

Kill herself?

No.

Absolutely not.

She still had ten more hurdles to clear.

So that was it.

All this time, my dad hadn’t been out taking walks, feeding birds, or killing time with harmless little hobbies.
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“How did you know I liked chive dumplings?”

The moment the words left my mouth, he sagged against the wall, his head dropping to one side.

And passed out.

I stared at him.

…What?

No, wait.

Don’t tell me you’re faking it too?

When I brought Evan back to the hospital, I ran straight into my father and brother rushing over.

The second they saw me with Evan, their faces lit up like they'd finally caught me with some unforgivable secret.

“So this is the bleach-blond punk you’re defying us for, huh?”

“What kind of decent guy looks like that? You’d throw your own family away for him?”

Ryan grabbed at me like he wanted to tear me apart with his bare hands.

“What the hell did you do to Mom this time?”

I kicked him off me. “I did your mom.”

His face twisted.

I pointed at him and snapped, “Waste one more second messing with my bleach-blond punk, and I’ll have you rotting in prison.”

There was no point explaining. So I didn’t.

They could think whatever they wanted. I didn’t care anymore.

Right then, someone from my mother’s side started calling for family.

My father and brother shot me one last vicious glare—the kind that promised this wasn’t over—then ran off.

I hadn’t even had time to deal with those two before.

But since they’d delivered themselves right to me, I wasn’t about to be polite about it.

While I was waiting outside for Evan, I called Gordon Mercer.

I told him he’d been scammed.

I said my family hadn’t just been trying to force me to run off and seal the marriage deal—they’d also been mocking him behind his back, calling him a creepy old guy.

Then I called Ryan’s girlfriend.

I told her Ryan already had three kids out there.

Three kids. Three different mothers.

I advised her to run.

And I also let her know Ryan was at the hospital right now, so if she wanted to come swing at him, she wouldn’t even need to call an ambulance ahead of time.

Not long after that, a whole crowd stormed into the hospital carrying sticks.

I was just about to go enjoy the show when Evan woke up.

That was when I found out.

Evan Carter only had one kidney.

More accurately, he’d donated one.

And this hospital stay was because something had gone wrong with his health.

The second I learned that, I lost all interest in watching the circus outside.

I just sat there beside him, staring at the layers of scars across his body.

I didn’t dare imagine what he’d lived through.

And then he started grinning like an idiot and said, “Did you seriously forget Little Chubby from back in the day?”

“You stole my whole bowl of chive dumplings when we were kids, and you still forgot me?”
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